Although the relationship between board gender diversity and a firm's financial performance has been investigated before, the current study provides a valuable contribution by exploring the complex phenomenon of the mediating impact of corporate social responsibility (CSR) performance on a firm's financial performance. The current study aims to explore whether corporate social responsibility (represented by the proxy variable of CSR reporting) mediates the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. We use the pooled ordinary least square (OLS) regression to examine the above relationship by using data from 2008 to 2015. To control the likelihood of endogeneity we also use one-year lagged and two-stage least square (2SLS) regression models. Our results show that boardroom gender diversity is significant, positively correlated with firm performance, and CSR fully mediates the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. In addition, four control variables (independent director, Chief executive officer (CEO power), board member meeting frequency, Big4, and leverage) have some influence on firm performance. These findings hold for a set of robustness tests. Our findings have the implication for the investors and regulators. For investors, our results show that the existence of female directors on the board can improve the firm performance. For regulators, our results advise the worldwide policy maker to give the importance to boardroom gender diversity. The paper contributes to the existing studies, by pioneering the investigations of the mediating role of CSR in the relation between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance in Chinese context.
Introduction
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a broad concept that entails sustainability accounting (social and environmental) as well as sound corporate governance practices. CSR studies are intertwined with numerous disciplines like ecology and society [1] ; standard value and ethics [2, 3] ; institutional monitoring, social, and financial/economic systems [4] ; and many other disciplines. carry out their tasks, protect the organization's interests, and eventually respond to owners. Chinese companies are scrutinized and are required to show that their actions are in accordance with the regulation and standards.
Factors like listing status, ownership structure, and improvements in corporate governance legislation influence the reporting behavior of Chinese companies [24] [25] [26] . Accounting bodies and global market pressures compel companies towards CSR reporting homogeneity, where cultural, social, and economic aspects are heterogeneous factors relating to CSR practices. As a result, it is suggested that CSR approaches in China are different from other countries.
Government in China is the key factor for driving CSR [27, 28] . China is the second-biggest economy of the world but viewed as a new and transitional economy having distinguishable aspects from those of Anglo-Saxon countries, such as the U.K., USA, and Australia. Most of the corporate governance literature uses the Anglo-Saxon environment and setting while explaining CSR phenomena. Only recently, have studies started to consider economically developing countries' contexts, yet most environmental damages have been occurring in countries like China.
One of the factors that has been studied recently in relation to CSR practices is the impact of female representation at the board level. According to Dutta and Bose [29] , there are three justifications for women being on the board. First, women have a better understanding of the market as compared to men; this leads to effective decision-making at the board level [30] . The second justification is that society views the corporations better when there is gender diversity representation at the board level, ultimately leading to a good performance on all matrices [31] . Third, and most importantly, women directors increase the level of understanding of the business environment, hence facilitating better decision-making [32] . Gender diversity is now an important issue for modern organizations [33] . There is increasing pressure internationally for nominating and having more female directors at the top level of management. It is also important to mention that, many countries have undertaken various initiatives, both regulatory and voluntary, to have increased female representation at the board level Vinnicombe [34] .
The key aim in this article is to ascertain the impact of gender diversity at the board level from the perspective of female board representation and whether CSR performance has a more dominating impact on firm performance than gender diversity at board level. This is a critical contribution of this research to gender and governance literature. The contribution of this paper is the unique aspect of identifying whether CSR performance (represented by CSR reporting) is more dominating compared to just gender diversity. Two critical questions are addressed in this research. First, does female director's participation at the board level lead to increased firm performance? Second, does CSR mediate the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance?
Although past literature has considered the impact of gender diversity on Chinese listed companies' financial performance [35] [36] [37] , our research explores this relationship from a unique angle related to the mediating impact of CSR performance on a firm's financial performance in the presence of gender diversity at the board level. As a survey approach that has been usually adopted in prior literature suffers from non-response and biased sample representation [11, 38] , an entire population analysis in our research has addressed the weaknesses associated with the survey approach.
We collected the 4257 firm-year observations, representing thirteen industries such as manufacturing, agriculture, electrical power and supplies, mining and dressing, engineering construction, wholesale and retail, information technology, public facilities management, journalism and publication, conglomerate, real estate, transportation, and business services.
Previous studies have not shown how boardroom gender diversity and CSR impacts company performance [39] [40] [41] and very few studies have considered the three variables together [36, 42, 43] . The study of the mediating relationship of CSR between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance has been lacking in past studies. Although our study has looked at the Chinese companies, the results from our study are generalizable from the perspective of the complete mediating impact of CSR reporting (as a proxy for CSR performance) in comparison to just the impact of gender diversity at the board level on a firm's financial performance. The remainder of the paper is organized in different sections, which are: Section 2 shows the theory and hypotheses development; Section 3 relates to research design; Section 4 describes the empirical findings; and the last section, Section 5, provides conclusions with implications for further research.
Theory and Hypotheses Development

Boardroom Gender Diversity and Firm Performance
Agency theory suggests that female representation on a board usually brings a new point of view to the various problems and eliminates biases relating to information in new strategies development and solving issues [44] . Women officials on a board are also considered to play a more effective role than other members on the board [45] .
Female representation has also been found to be linked with higher moral principles at the board level [46] by considering questions regarding unethical behaviors [47] . Gender-diverse boards demonstrate teamwork effectiveness and participative leadership style [48] , and addressing of CSR related issues in depth [49] , leading towards enhanced performance.
There are mixed results in the literature about boardroom diversity and a firm's performance [50] [51] [52] . According to Carter, Simkins [33] , there is a positive and significant relationship between the percentage of female directors at the board level and its market performance. Some studies have also shown negative relationship between the female directors at board level and its market performance [53, 54] , and some have shown no association between the mentioned variables [55] [56] [57] . The differences in the results may be due to different research methodologies, statistical tools and techniques, and timeframes selection.
Adler [58] collected a sample of 500 entities and found a strong relationship between board level gender diversity and the firm's financial performance. Carter, Simkins [33] conducted a study using a sample of 638 Fortune ranked companies and found a strong association between board-level diversity and the firm's performance represented by Tobin's Q [59] [60] [61] . This relationship has been supported by other studies as well [31, 62, 63] .
Theoretical Underpinnings for Superior Board Performance with Greater Female Representation
According to gender role theory, males and females have the same normally prescribed behaviors, which also concern communications. Females are expected to be assigned more womanly roles, based on the characteristics of gentility and empathy [64] . Whereas male characteristics have been determined as being more aggressive and self-confident compared to females. Furthermore, females are found to be more flexible, leading towards better compatibility and capability, especially in uncertain situations [65] . According to Arfken, Bellar [66] females may have a better understanding of customers, clients, and markets as compared to their male counterparts. We are thus expecting to see a positive relationship between females at the board level and a firm's performance.
According to human capital theory, an individual's characteristics correlate with the board's output, and innovative/creative personnel at senior levels are an asset that leads to increasing the organization's performance [67] . Moreover, both genders have different human capital skills and experiences, hence creating a competitive advantage through diversity [68] . We thus propose the following hypothesis: Hypothesis 1 (H1). Boardroom gender diversity has a positive effect on firm performance.
CSR and Firm Performance
CSR reporting (as a proxy for a firm's CSR performance) has received significant consideration in the literature and the relationship between CSR performance and a firm's financial performance demonstrated through disclosures [69, 70] has been tested. Numerous studies have been undertaken worldwide on CSR disclosures and corporate performance; some have shown positive relationships, on the other hand, others have shown negative results, and in many cases, mixed findings have been found. According to Tsoutsoura [71] , there is no relationship between a firm's performance and social disclosures. Margolis, Elfenbein [72] examined books, research working papers, research dissertations, and 251 published research papers to find the association between corporate social responsibility and market-based factors of firm performance and found a small positive relationship between CSR and corporate performance.
According to stakeholder theory, not just shareholders but other stakeholders are also impacted by a company's actions. Such stakeholders include the local community, environment, and employees, and thus have to be considered seriously in managers' decisions [73, 74] . According to Brown and Forster [75] , long term firm performance is affected by relationships with stakeholders and stakeholder management has a critical role to play in the success or failure of a company or organization.
A company's overall performance includes market share, sales growth, and net profit, which has been found to have a positive relationship with the disclosure of corporate social responsibility [76, 77] . Slack resources theory was used by Waddock and Graves [78] to describe the significant relationship between CSR practices and performance of the firm, as firms investing slack funds and resources into CSR activities have higher firm performance [78, 79] . Julian and Ofori-dankwa [80] found, using slack resources theory, that companies are more inclined to be involved in CSR practices with slack financial resources. This positive association is also found by Surroca, Tribó [81] using a sample of 599 firms from 28 countries.
Chen and Wang [11] studied the relationship between CSR and a firm's performance by utilizing a sample of 141 Chinese companies. They divided CSR disclosures into different categories based on stakeholder needs, for instance, those of employees, society, and customers. They found a positive relationship between CSR performance and a firm's financial performance. Van Beurden and Gössling [82] studied 34 papers on the association between CSR and firm performance and for 23 studies (68 per cent) they found the relationship to be positive while 9 studies (26 percent) showed no significant relation and only 2 studies (6 per cent) showed an inverse relationship on the CSR-firm performance link. Research on the relation between CSR and firm performance in China is limited. Zu and Song [83] studied the nature of managers' perceptions toward CSR in China through a questionnaire survey and found a positive relationship between CSR commitment and firm performance. There are very few studies that have directly examined the relationship between CSR and a company's performance in China. The agency problem with Chinese listed companies has been found to be severe as the Chinese government has the most significant ownership. Based on the findings in prior literature, we have developed the following hypothesis.
Hypothesis 2 (H2).
There is a positive relation between CSR performance (proxy representation being CSR reporting) and firm performance.
Boardroom Gender Diversity and Firm Performance: The Mediation Role of CSR
Many past studies have supported the positive relationship between female directors at the board level and the firm's performance [84, 85] . If female directors can influence CSR practices of a firm, then CSR has a positive relationship with the performance of the firm [86, 87] . It is considered that firms committed to CSR actions identify and assess the demands of different stakeholders. The result is an increase in efficient corporate governance, leading to adaptation to organizational changes, i.e., a successful change in management process. It has also been found that female directors and CSR, when combined, enhance consideration of stakeholders needs [36] . The CSR can be said to serve as a "filter", facilitating relations between the organization and its board and the environment [88] . These are the basis on which we can say that boardroom gender diversity and a company's performance relationship can be tuned through CSR.
Hypothesis 3 (H3)
. CSR mediates the relation between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance.
Research Design
Sample
We collected the data from Shanghai and Shenzhen stock exchange's listed companies for the period from 2008 to 2015 from the Chinese stock market and accounting research (CSMAR) database. We collected the 4257 firm-year observations, representing industries such as manufacturing, agriculture, electrical power and supplies, mining and dressing, engineering construction, wholesale and retail, information technology, public facilities management, journalism and publication, conglomerate, real estate, transportation, and business services. All variables were winsorized by replacing two values at both extremes.
Measures
We measured the dependent variable, firm performance, by using market-based measures (Tobin Q). We used the Blau index (BI) as a comprehensive measure of boardroom gender diversity [89] , which is measured by using this formula 1 − ∑ n i=1 P 2 i . The Blau index is a superior measure of boardroom gender diversity as compared to the percentage of female directors as a high percentage of females will indicate more homogeneity in terms of gender on the board [90] . For the mediator variable, we used the CSR reporting index in line with previous studies [63, 91, 92] ; the measurement of the CSR index is shown in Table 1 . Table 1 . Corporate social responsibility reporting index.
CSR Reporting Items
Binary Scale 1 Referring to GRI sustainability reporting guideline or not 1,0 2
Reporting protection of shareholder interests or not 1,0 3
Reporting protection of creditor interests or not 1,0 4
Reporting protection of employee interests or not 1,0 4
Reporting protection of supplier interests or not 1,0 6
Reporting protection of interests of clients and consumers or not 1,0 7
Reporting environment and sustainability or not 1,0 8
Reporting public relations and social and public welfare or not 1,0 9
Reporting social responsibility system construction and improvement or not 1,0 10
Reporting secure production or not 1,0 11
Reporting deficiencies of company or not 1,0
The total score of CSR reporting has been computed based on the following formula: ∑ 1 n x n × 100, where x equals 1 if the item is reported, otherwise 0, and n represent the number of all items.
In line with previous studies (Khan and Vieito [63] , Abdullah, Mohamed [93] , McWilliams and Siegel [94] ), and to measure the effect of control variables, we included independent director, CEO power, board member meeting frequency, firm size, leverage, Big4, board size, board member average age, and firm age as control variables. Table 2 provides the list of all variables with their measurements. 
Models Estimation
We tested the mediation hypothesis of CSR on the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. According to Baron and Kenny [95] , we used the following pooled regression research model:
According to Baron and Kenny [95] , the following conditions must hold to establish mediation: in the first model, TQ is influenced by boardroom gender diversity; in the second model, boardroom gender diversity must affect CSR; and in the third model, when TQ is regressed on both boardroom gender diversity and CSR, CSR must affect TQ. Perfect mediation holds if boardroom gender diversity does not affect TQ in the third model. For a detailed description of variables, see Table 2 . Table 3 represents the descriptive statistics. The average value of the Blau index is 0.18, and the mean value of CSR and TQ were 0.73 and 1.80 respectively. The mean value of CEO power was 0.17, i.e., for 83% of the companies, the position of CEO and Chairman are separate. On average, nine boards meetings are held in one year, and 50% debt exists in Chinese companies. A total of 16% of Chinese firms have their financial reports audited by the Big4, and on average, 60% of Chinese companies are state-owned enterprises. The descriptive statistics can be found in Table 3 . Table 4 presents the correlation matrix. The maximum correlation among the variables does not exceed 0.60. Therefore, no multicollinearity problem can affect the findings. Note: n = 4257, ***, **, * represents p < 0.01, p < 0.05, and p < 0.1, respectively. Table 5 shows the regression results of testing the mediation effect of CSR performance represented by the CSR reporting index on the relation between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. We applied a three-step regression to test the mediation effect [95] . First, we regressed firm performance on boardroom gender diversity. The coefficient of boardroom gender diversity proxy (BI) in model 1 was positive and significant at the 5% level (β = 0.3406, p < 0.05), supporting our first hypothesis that boardroom gender diversity has a positive effect on firm performance. This result is consistent with previous studies [36, 59, 61] and supports gender role theory as female directors are considered to be more flexible, which leads to better capability to manage uncertain situations [65] . Female directors and managers also understand the customers and markets in a better way as compared to males, which leads to improvement in firm performance and human capital as individual characteristics are correlated to its output, and creative individuals are an asset leading to improvements in firm performance [67] . Table 5 . Mediation effect of CSR on the relation between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance.
Empirical Results
Descriptive Statistics
Correlation Matrix
Multivariate Analysis
Variables Model 1 (TQ) Model 2 (CSR) Model 3 (TQ)
Coef. Note: n = 4257, ***, **, * represents p < 0.01, p < 0.05, and p < 0.1, respectively. For detailed explanation of variables, see Table 2 .
In the second step, we regressed CSR on boardroom gender diversity proxy (BI) and the coefficient of the BGD in model 2 was also positive and highly significant at the 1% level (β = 0.0846, p < 0.01). Finally, in the third step, we regressed firm performance on boardroom gender diversity, as well as CSR together, and the coefficient of CSR was positive and highly significant at the 1% level (β = 1.1510, p < 0.01), supporting the second hypothesis. This finding is in line with previous studies [11, 82] . This result also supports stakeholder theory as good relationships with stakeholders positively affects long-term corporate performance [75, 76, 96] . Moreover, slack resources theory is also supported as firms with slack financial resources invest in CSR projects to reach a higher standard of corporate performance [78, 79] . The reason for this is suggested in organizational theory as follows: with sufficient slack (availability of extra resources to allocate to CSR activities), there can be a solution to every problem such as stakeholder management [97] . Slack acts as a buffer that insulates the technical core of the company from environmental disturbances [96] . It is also a facilitator for companies to undertake strategic behavior such as CSR [98] . When CSR is included in the full model, then the coefficient of boardroom gender diversity proxy (BI) was found to be insignificant in model 3 and the coefficient of CSR was found to be significant at the 1% level (β = 1.1510, p < 0.01). CSR, as a strategic motive, acts to negate the impact of gender diversity on the firm's financial performance. One reason for this can be the implication that gender diversity is a type of CSR [9] . Thus, companies undertake multiple forms of CSR, including gender diversity at the board level, and allocate slack resources to these efforts to create a positive impact on the firm's financial performance. These results are collectively indicating that CSR fully mediates the relation between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. Hypothesis 3 is also supported.
Moreover, among the control variables, independent director, CEO power, board member meeting frequency, and Big4 were positively related to firm performance and leverage was negatively correlated to firm performance.
Robustness Tests
Alternative Measure of Boardroom Gender Diversity
To ensure the robustness of our findings, we used the proportion of female director (PFD) as an alternative measure of boardroom gender diversity [44, 99, 100] by dividing the female directorship (number of female directors) by the total number of directors serving on each company in the boardroom. The coefficient of PFD was positive and significant in model 1 (β = 0.4438, p < 0.05) and model 2 (β = 0.0935, p < 0.01), and insignificant in model 3. The coefficient of CSR in model 3 was significant at the 1% level (β = 1.1517, p < 0.01), indicating that CSR fully mediates the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. The results of Table 6 were also consistent with our main findings. Note: n = 4257, ***, **, * represents p < 0.01, p < 0.05, p < 0.1. For detail explanation of variables see Table 2 .
Problem of Endogeneity
In Table 7 , to control the possible problem of endogeneity, we used alternative models. First, we used the one-year lagged values of boardroom gender diversity proxy because women directors need some time to affect the decision-making of the board. The coefficient of the Blau index (BI) was significant in model 1 (β = 0.074, p < 0.1) and model 2 (β = 0.070, p < 0.01), and insignificant in model 3. Moreover, the coefficient of CSR was highly significant in model 3 (β = 1.173, p < 0.01), which confirms our main results. Second, we used a two-stage least square (TSLS) method [101] by considering the lag value of the Blau index (BI) as an instrument variable that likely meets the requirement that it is not correlated with the firm performance but related with the decision of female directorship in the boardroom. The coefficient of the Blau index (BI) was significant in model 4 at the 10% level (β = 0.119, p < 0.1), in model 5, it was significant at the 1% level (β = 0.112, p < 0.1), and insignificant in model 6. Moreover, the coefficient of CSR was highly significant in model 6 at the 1% level (β = 1.173, p < 0.01), which was consistent with our main findings (see Figure 1 ). Note: n = 4257, ***, **, * represents p < 0.01, p < 0.05, and p < 0.1, respectively. For detailed explanation of variables, see Table 2 .
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considering the lag value of the Blau index (BI) as an instrument variable that likely meets the requirement that it is not correlated with the firm performance but related with the decision of female directorship in the boardroom. The coefficient of the Blau index (BI) was significant in model 4 at the 10% level (β = 0.119, p < 0.1), in model 5, it was significant at the 1% level (β = 0.112, p < 0.1), and insignificant in model 6. Moreover, the coefficient of CSR was highly significant in model 6 at the 1% level (β = 1.173, p < 0.01), which was consistent with our main findings (see Figure 1) . 
Conclusions and Future Research
The current study investigated the impact of boardroom gender diversity on firm performance and extends the mediating role of CSR on the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance by using 4257 firm-year observations ranging from 2008 to 2015. Our findings show that boardroom gender diversity had a significant impact on firm performance. Second, besides establishing the direct link between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance, we have contributed to the boardroom gender diversity literature by theoretically proposing and empirically showing that CSR completely mediates the effects of boardroom gender diversity on firm performance. We found that CSR fully mediates the boardroom gender diversity-firm performance link. Therefore, this study responds to calls to examine the underlying mechanisms of boardroom gender diversity [102, 103] and fills an important research gap.
In other words, the implications from this study suggest that board gender diversity has a positive impact on firm performance, yet the reason or cause for board gender diversity could be to enhance CSR performance as CSR performance has a positive and significant impact on firm performance. In other words, the key implication of our research is that boardroom gender diversity is one of the features of a firm's CSR activities and that as one of the many elements of CSR activities Weber [104] , it had a positive impact on firm performance. Yet, when CSR performance was considered through the de facto representation by CSR reporting [105, 106] , it takes over as an impact on a firm's performance, being a strategic resource slack measure by a firm. This implication also supports the theoretical idea of addressing various stakeholder needs including, but not limited to, the increasing demand for gender diversity on the board [44] . There are other CSR performance measures (as represented by the CSR reporting index) that have proven to be dominant in their impact on firm performance in comparison to the sole impact of board gender diversity.
The direct effect of boardroom gender diversity on firm performance was not established due to other mediator and moderator variables that play an important role in the relationship between boardroom gender diversity and firm performance. Although we have taken CSR as a mediator variable, several other variables exist that will mediate or moderate this relationship (e.g., state ownership, firm performance, and institutional investors). Future studies are required to investigate other possible CSR variables that could impact firm performance in various contexts, including in developing country contexts. Future research should be able to divide the CSR disclosures into sub-categories to investigate the detailed relationship between boardroom gender diversity and each category of CSR and firm performance.
